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COMPUTER-BASED COMMUNICATION 
SYSTEMS AND ARRANGEMENTS 
ASSOCIATED THEREWITH FOR 
INDICATING USER STATUS 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATION 

[0001] This application is a continuation application of 
copending US. patent application Ser. No. 10/992,935 ?led 
on Nov. 19, 2004, the contents of Which are hereby fully 
incorporated by reference in its entirety. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The present invention relates to computer-based, 
multiple-user communication systems, such as instant mes 
saging systems on the Internet, and arrangements for indicat 
ing user status Within such systems. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] Concurrent With the explosive growth of the Internet 
and email, instant messaging systems have emerged as a 
favored mode of communication that presents many advan 
tages. Among these are the capability of sending a text mes 
sage via the intemet to one or more other individuals at a 

speed and With an ease that makes email seem unWieldy and 
inef?cient by comparison. Examples of instant messaging 
abound; some Internet providers have virtually made such 
systems part of their core identity. AOL in particular is Well 
knoWn for systems that permit a user to immediately ascer 
tain, upon logging on, Whether one or more individuals on a 
restricted list, or “group”, are also online. Other knoWn sys 
tems include those provided by Sametime Connect, Yahool, 
ICQ and others. 
[0004] Generally, in conventional instant messaging sys 
tems, eachuser Who is connected at a given time has a “status” 
that is knoWn to other users in a group. At times, it may 
become necessary for a given user to leave the vicinity of his 
or her computer. Accordingly, there is often provided the 
option for a user to indicate an “aWay status”; that is, by 
selecting such a status option, a user is able to indicate to other 
users in the group that he or she is “aWay” from the computer 
and thus not available for communication. This may also have 
automatic rami?cations, such as ensuring that no messages 
are directed to users Who have indicated aWay status. 

[0005] An associated disadvantage With such an arrange 
ment is that should a user leave the vicinity of his or her 
computer Without changing status to “aWay” (or an analogous 
status), other users in the group Will erroneously believe that 
he or she is actually there. As a result, messages Will be sent 
to the departed user in the expectation of receiving replies, 
and When no replies are received, it Will not be clear as to What 
the status of the departed user actually is or Whether there 
might be a netWork problem, etc. 
[0006] Several solutions have been proposed for automati 
cally prompting an indication of aWay status. One solution is 
to automatically initiate aWay status When a screen saver is 
activated, presumably in response to computer inactivity. 
This presents at least tWo problems: (1) there Will likely be a 
time delay betWeen the time that the user in question actually 
leaves the vicinity and the screen saver turns on, thus delaying 
the indication of aWay status and thus potentially confusing 
other users during that interim time; and (2) the user could 
actually be in the vicinity and ready and Willing to reply to 
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messages, but might not necessarily be active on the computer 
system itself, thus inviting the potential for a false indication 
of aWay status. Other solutions proposed over the years have 
been similarly problematic and ineffective. 
[0007] Accordingly, a need has been recogniZed in connec 
tion With providing an automatic indicator of aWay status that 
does not lend itself to time lags and other di?iculties that have 
been experienced heretofore. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0008] In accordance With at least one presently preferred 
embodiment of the present invention, there is broadly con 
templated a communication system for multiple users 
Whereby an automatic indication of aWay status is prompted 
immediately upon a user’s departure from the vicinity of a 
computer or other medium. In a preferred embodiment, this is 
accomplished, in an instant messaging environment, via a 
video camera arrangement Whereby, upon there being a 
detection of a user’s absence from the immediate vicinity, an 
automatic prompt is made to indicate aWay status for the user. 

[0009] In summary, one aspect of the invention provides a 
method of indicating aWay status in a computer-based com 
munication medium, the method comprising the steps of: 
providing a camera at a computer, the camera being adapted 
to detect motion of a user; determining, With the camera, 
Whether a user is undergoing motion; and indicating aWay 
status of the user responsive to a determination that the user is 
not undergoing motion and subsequent to a predetermined 
time interval. 

[0010] Another aspect of the invention provides an appara 
tus for indicating aWay status in a computer-based commu 
nication medium, the apparatus comprising: a camera 
adapted to detect motion of a user at a computer; an arrange 
ment for determining, With the camera, Whether a user is 
undergoing motion; and an arrangement for indicating aWay 
status of the user responsive to a determination that the user is 
not undergoing motion and subsequent to a predetermined 
time interval. 

[0011] Furthermore, an additional aspect of the invention 
provides a program storage device readable by machine, tan 
gibly embodying a program of instructions executable by the 
machine to perform method steps for indicating aWay status 
in a computer-based communication medium, the method 
comprising the steps of: providing a camera at a computer, the 
camera being adapted to detect motion of a user; determining, 
With the camera, Whether a user is undergoing motion; and 
indicating aWay status of the user responsive to a determina 
tion that the user is not undergoing motion and subsequent to 
a predetermined time interval. 

[0012] For a better understanding of the present invention, 
together With other and further features and advantages 
thereof, reference is made to the folloWing description, taken 
in conjunction With the accompanying draWings, and the 
scope of the invention Will be pointed out in the appended 
claims. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0013] FIG. 1 schematically illustrates a conventional 
instant messaging arrangement. 
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[0014] FIG. 2 schematically illustrates a process for mani 
festing automated aWay status. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0015] Preferably, there is broadly contemplated, in accor 
dance With at least one presently preferred embodiment of the 
present invention, a system Which includes a video camera, 
such as a loW cost video camera, that may be built into a 
communication device such as a desktop or laptop computer. 
Preferably, the camera Will detect motion and, in the absence 
of motion after a given time interval, aWay status Will be 
automatically initiated for the messaging or conferencing 
system. 
[0016] Though the image of a user might ?nd some use in 
an instant messaging application, it is generally recogniZed 
that images need not usually be transmitted over the network; 
the utility of image transmission in such a context is indeed 
highly questionable to begin With. Accordingly, it is broadly 
contemplated herein that a video camera (e.g., a digital video 
camera) be provided for the dedicated purpose of ascertaining 
a user’s absence or presence in the vicinity of the communi 
cation medium in question, or at least for such a purpose in 
addition to other possible uses. This Would relieve the need to 
use a video camera to produce images vieWable by otherusers 
in the network; it Would indeed appear to be tedious for other 
users to determine a user’s aWay status by, e.g., bringing up a 
WindoW shoWing the images of such a user. 
[0017] Let it be assumed that an attached or integral digital 
video camera (at a computer or other communication 
medium) produces a series of frames l[x,y,t]. Motion detec 
tion is easily accomplished by determining Whether (l[x,y,t+ 
dt] -l[x,y,t])2, summed over both x and y from Zero to maxima 
of x and y (corresponding to the tWo-dimensional ?eld of 
video capture) is less than a threshold, for a speci?ed number 
of frames at times t, t+dt, t+2*dt, . . . , t+n*dt. (Of course, this 
is but one example of a motion detection method that can be 
employed; equivalently functioning methods abound.) Then, 
given an absence of detected motion for a user-speci?ed time 
interval T (for example, one minute), the computer system or 
other communications arrangement preferably automatically 
sets aWay status With respect to the user. 
[0018] FIG. 1 schematically illustrates a conventional 
instant messaging arrangement. In the context of an instant 
messaging communications netWork 170, several users (110 
160) may be accessing the same at a given time. Online users 
110, 130, 150 and 160 continue to communicate through the 
netWork 170 per usual While users indicating “aWay” status 
(120, 140) communicate such status to the netWork 170, 
Where such information is made available to the other users. 
In conventional arrangements aWay status is speci?cally 
prompted by the user. 
[0019] FIG. 2 schematically illustrates a process for mani 
festing automated aWay status. By using photographic equip 
ment, such as a digital video camera, as discussed heretofore, 
it is ?rst determined as to Whether motion is detected (210) as 
the camera ostensibly is pointed toWards Where the user 
Would be sitting. If “yes”, then (220) the user’s status is set as 
“available” (or “AVAIL”), and increment count N is set to 0. 
After a predetermined Wait time of T seconds (230), motion 
detection is queried once again (210). 
[0020] If at any time no motion is detected then the incre 
ment count N is increased by 1 or some other constant (240). 
If N exceeds a threshold Nmax (250) then status is set as 
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“AWAY” (260), and the motion detection step is repeated 
(210). If N is not greater than Nmax, then there is again a Wait 
time of T seconds (230) until the motion detection step is 
repeated (210). 
[0021] Preferably, several parameters can be set by the user. 
For instance, the user may or may not Wish for a video feed to 
actually be sent out to the netWork; this can thus be turned on 
or off, While the video can still be used for motion detection in 
any case. The user may also set the “timeout” interval for the 
automatic initiation of aWay status (Nmax*T seconds in FIG. 
2). If the user does not set this interval, then it can default to 
a reasonable value such as 30 seconds. 

[0022] As shoWn in FIG. 2, by incrementing motion detec 
tion steps to a total of Nmax steps, a different time period may 
elapse betWeen initial motion detection and setting of aWay 
status than betWeen initial motion detection and the setting of 
available status. This ensures greater veri?cation that a user 
indeed is aWay, since it is conceivable for a user to remain 
virtually motionless, and then immune to motion detection, 
When present. 
[0023] Though a digital video camera has been discussed 
heretofore, it should be understood that a simple digital cam 
era could alternatively be used. This Would snap still shots at 
predetermined time intervals, and motion could be detected in 
a manner such as that discussed heretofore With regard to 
digital video cameras. 
[0024] It is to be understood that the present invention, in 
accordance With at least one presently preferred embodiment, 
includes an arrangement for determining Whether a user is 
undergoing motion and an arrangement for indicating aWay 
status of the user. Together, these elements may be imple 
mented on at least one general-purpose computer running 
suitable softWare programs. These may also be implemented 
on at least one Integrated Circuit or part of at least one Inte 
grated Circuit. Thus, it is to be understood that the invention 
may be implemented in hardWare, softWare, or a combination 
of both. 
[0025] If not otherWise stated herein, it is to be assumed that 
all patents, patent applications, patent publications and other 
publications (including Web-based publications) mentioned 
and cited herein are hereby fully incorporated by reference 
herein as if set forth in their entirety herein. 
[0026] Although illustrative embodiments of the present 
invention have been described herein With reference to the 
accompanying draWings, it is to be understood that the inven 
tion is not limited to those precise embodiments, and that 
various other changes and modi?cations may be affected 
therein by one skilled in the art Without departing from the 
scope or spirit of the invention. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method of indicating aWay status in a computer-based 

communication medium, said method comprising the steps 
of: 

providing a camera at a computer, the camera being 
adapted to detect motion of a user; 

determining, With the camera, Whether a user is undergoing 
motion; and 

indicating aWay status of the user responsive to a determi 
nation that the user is not undergoing motion and sub 
sequent to a predetermined time interval. 

2. The method according to claim 1, Wherein the computer 
based communication medium is an instant messaging sys 
tem. 
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3. The method according to claim 2, wherein said step of 
providing a camera comprises providing a video camera. 

4. The method according to claim 3, further comprising the 
step of indicating available status of the user responsive to a 
determination that the user is undergoing motion and subse 
quent to a predetermined time interval. 

5. The method according to claim 4, Wherein: 
the predetermined time interval associated With aWay sta 

tus is Nmax*T, Where T is a predetermined Wait time and 
Nmax is a predetermined number of increments of said 
determining step. 

6. The method according to claim 5, Wherein the predeter 
mined time interval associated With available status is T. 

7. The method according to claim 3, Wherein the predeter 
mined time interval associated With aWay status is preset by 
the user. 

8. The method according to claim 3, Wherein the video 
camera is integral With respect to a computer. 

9. The method according to claim 3, further comprising the 
step of preselecting Whether a video feed is to be sent from the 
video camera to a netWork. 

10. An apparatus for indicating aWay status in a computer 
based communication medium, said apparatus comprising: 

a camera adapted to detect motion of a user at a computer; 

an arrangement for determining, With the camera, Whether 
a user is undergoing motion; and 

an arrangement for indicating aWay status of the user 
responsive to a determination that the user is not under 
going motion and subsequent to a predetermined time 
interval. 

11. The apparatus according to claim 10, Wherein the com 
puter-based communication medium is an instant messaging 
system. 
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12. The apparatus according to claim 11, Wherein said 
camera comprises a video camera. 

13. The apparatus according to claim 12, further compris 
ing an arrangement for indicating available status of a user 
responsive to a determination that a user is undergoing 
motion and subsequent to a predetermined time interval. 

14. The apparatus according to claim 13, Wherein the pre 
determined time interval associated With aWay status is 
Nmax*T, Where T is a predetermined Wait time and Nmax is 
a predetermined number of increments of said determining 
step. 

15. The apparatus according to claim 14, Wherein the pre 
determined time interval associated With available status is T. 

16. The apparatus according to claim 12, Wherein the pre 
determined time interval associated With aWay status is preset 
by the user. 

17. The apparatus according to claim 12, Wherein said 
video camera is integral With respect to a computer. 

18. The apparatus according to claim 12, further compris 
ing an arrangement for preselecting Whether a video feed is to 
be sent from said video camera to a netWork. 

19. A program storage device readable by machine, tangi 
bly embodying a program of instructions executable by the 
machine to perform method steps for indicating aWay status 
in a computer-based communication medium, said method 
comprising the steps of: 

providing a camera at a computer, the camera being 
adapted to detect motion of a user; 

determining, With the camera, Whether a user is undergoing 
motion; and 

indicating aWay status of the user responsive to a determi 
nation that the user is not undergoing motion and sub 
sequent to a predetermined time interval. 

* * * * * 


